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TTWhen the philosophy of man (his nature,
his goals, his potentialities, his fulfillment)
changes then everything changes. Not only the
philosophy of politics, of economics, of ethics,
and values, of interpersonal relations and of
history itself change, but also the philosophy
of education, the theory of how to help men
become what they can and deeply need to become. 11 l

lAbraham J. Maslow, TTSome Basic Propositions of a Growth
and Self-Actualization Psychology,n Perceiving, Behaving,
Becomin : A New Focus for Education, ASCD l962 Yearbook
Committee, Washington 6 D.C.: Association for Supervision
anc Curriculum Development), p. 34.

l

CHAPTER I
PERCEPTION:

MEANING AND INTRODUCTION

In a study conducted by Griffin and Line the following was
reported:
11 • • • that a teacher facing a class of forty
children may anticipate that before these youngsters have completed their life span seventeen to
twenty-six of them will have suffered from conditions ranging from unhappiness and a sense of
futility to criminal beha vior and insanity. 11 2

How can teachers of today help in stopping this waste of
human potentialities?

Changes can be brought about in order

that individuals may fulfill their potential.
The purpose of this paper is to define what is meant by
perception, to review the research on perception, note how
it may effect the child, and then list the implications for
education today.
Finding a working definition of perception is not an easy
task.

It seems that the people who work in this field do not

disagree among themselves so much as to the meaning of the
term as they disagree concerning the length of their definitions.
The DICTIONARY OF EDUCATION defines perception in the following
manner.

11

Perception:

in its most limited sense, awareness of

external objects, conditions, relationships, etc. as a result
of sensory stimulation. 11 3

2Arthur T. Jersild, Child Psychology (4th ed.; Englewood
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall Inc., l956), p. 585.
3carter V. Good (ed.), Dictionary of Education (New
York: McGraw-Hill Book Company, Inc., 1959), p. 389
2

3

Earl C. Kelly defines perception as,

11 • • •

the stuff of growth

for the personality, and it builds attitudes, habits and knowledge. 11 4

Perception,

11 • • •

is dependent to a large extent upon

the impressions these objects make upon our senses. 11 5
TTPerception is an internal, individual phenomenon and may be
quite different from that of another person, even in the same
situation.n6

Some would call this apperception as does the

DICTIONARY OF EDUCATION.

n .•. the process of relating new

material to one's background of experience and of evaluating
it in the light of that experience. 11 7

Apperception or perception,

whichever one wishes to call it, as used in this paper will mean
TTa sensation together with a context of other experiences that
give it meaning.n8

This definition along with the following

will give a better understanding as to what is being considered.

4Earl C. Kelly, 11 The Fully Functioning Self," Perceiving,
Behavin
Becomin : A New Focus for Education, ASCD 1962
Yearbook Committee, Washington 6 D.D.: Association for
Supervision and Curriculum Development), p. 13.
5Floyd H. Allport, Theories of Perception and the Concept
of Structure (New York and London: John Wiley and Sons, Inc.,
1962), p. 14.
6Arthur W. Combs, TTintelligence from a Perceptual Point of
View," Readings for Educational Psychology, advisory editor
Theodore L. Reller, (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company,
1956), p. 164
7Good, loc. cit., p. 35.
8 H~rbert J. Klausmeier, Learning and Human Abilities:
Educational Psychology (New York and Evanston: Harper Row,
1961)' p. 7.
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nPerception can be considered an activity of
the mind, intermediate (if one may academically
separate processes which are psychologically simultaneous) between sensation and thought. It is the
means by which the individual organizes and comes
to understand the phenomena which constantly
impinge upon him.
Sensation, the antecedent of perception, is
a function of the sense organs, the highly specialized parts of the nervous system which enable the
organism to make contact with its environment.
Each of these nervous structures is sensitive to
specific perculiarities of the physical environment
so that, as we know, the eye is sensitive to light
waves of varying length and amplitude, the ear to
variations in waves produced by movements of the
air, the taste buds of the tongue and the receptors
in the nose to chemicals, etc. Individuals whose
sense organs have been damaged or destroyed or have
failed to develop are partially or totally insensitive to the stimuli of the environment which would
normally activate the functioning of these organs.
Sensation as we understand it in its most limited
meaning applies only to the nervous activity of the
sense organ upon receipt of its appropriate stimulus.
However, the response occasioned by a stimulus
does not end with the nervous activity of the
peripheral sense organ, but it incites to activity
the areas of the brain directly connected with the
sense organ in question and very likely the brain
directly connected with the sense organ in question
and very likely the brain as a totality. Thus
through participation of the brain we identify particular sensations such as daylight, artificial
light, or lightening •... through the activity of the
brain a sensation gains meaning and becomes a
perception, tmeaningt indicating that the sensation
has organization, significance, and experiential
content ..•. It is the contention, particularly of
the Gestalt psychologists, that because of our
neural organization it is inevitable to perceive
in a certain way; these ways of perceiving seem
to be universal and predictable. One basic characteristic of perceiving is that a perception is made
of a whole, that it occurs immediately and unanalytically 'all at once and nothing first' •••.

5

Perception in terms of Gestalt psychology, is
a psychological process in which each part of a
1 whole 1 is seen or heard or felt in relationship
to the other parts, resulting in a figure which is
recognized immediately and uniquely. One can speak
of this process as a process of integration of parts
into a new whole which is more than the mere summation
of the parts. This power of integration is dependent
upon the organization and integrity of the entire
body organism. Another characteristic of normal
perception is the fact that a 1 whole 1 is perceived
as a foreground against a background. 11 9
An individual's values and goals affect the function of
his individual perception.

He selects what he wants to see

from what he sees depending upon that which has the most value
for him.lo

Darwin, the evolutionist, recorded things that

disagreed with his theory because he would tend to forget them,
while he never forgot those things that substantiated his ideas.ll
11

Why do things look as they do?"

question at first.
11

seems to be a very simple

One might say TIHow else could they look? 11

But things can and do look differently from the way they 'are';

and when we realize this fact and begin to explore the reasons
for it, we shall have shed light upon the meaning of perception
and the problem it presents. 11 l2

9 Frederica M. Bertram, 11 The Education of Partially
Sighted Children,n Education of Exceptional Children and Youth
(ed.) William M. Cruickshand and G. Orville Johnson, (Englewood
Cliffs, N.J.: Prentice-Hall, Inc., 1958), p. 274, 275.
lOcombs, "Counseling as a Learning Process," Readings for
Educational Psychology, advisory editor Theodore L. Reller,
(New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, l956), p. 74
llFrancis Darwin, (ed.) The Autobiography of Charles Darwin
and Selected Letters, (New York: Dover Publications Inc., 1958),
p. l85.
l2combs, loc. cit.
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The self concept of an individual is affected by his
perceptions.

An individual 1 s picture of himself seems to be

the center around which he builds all his perceptions of
reality.

Children who think they are poor readers usually

are poor readers.

11

People perceive that which is appropriate

for persons with their concepts of self to perceive .....

We

are only beginning to understand the tremendous importance of
the self concept upon every aspect of human behavior. 11 l3
11 In his own way, each child is deeply immersed
in the psychological issues that are involved in selfunderstanding and self-acceptance. Each child in
his own way is a psychologist. From early infancy,
without being deliberate about it, he acquires ideas
and attitudes about himself and others. These are
interwoven with his way of life. They may be true
or false, healthy or unhealthy. With many children
their development is left largely to chance, and
it is not necessary that this should be so. 11 14

l3Ibid.
l4Jersild, loc. cit., p. 592, 593.

CHAPTER II
PERCEPTION FROM THE EXPERIMENTAL POSITION
The following experiments will be described briefly to
point out the availability of such research and the interpretation
given to each experiment.
will be developed.

The ideas related in these experiments

The experiments will give evidence as to the

importance of perception in the field of learning. 15
The first series of experiments, developed by the Hanover
Institute, bring out some of the facts involved in perception.
The

11

chair 11 experiment follows:
!!The subject looks through a peep-hole in
each of three different screens, 1 A1 , 1 B1 , and
1c1 •
Behind each of the screens he sees a chair,
or what appears to be one. It is noted that behind each of the three screens the observer sees
an upright chair at a specific distance, of a
size, three dimensional in form, with legs parallel
and at right angles to the seat. Now, if the
observer looks behind screen 1 A1 he will find strings
arranged to fit an outline of a chair. Behind
screen 1 B1 he will see a number of disconnected
strings of different lengths and at different
angles. Behind screen 1 C1 he will see strings
in a plane which constitute a perspective projection of a chair-shaped object.nl6

15Kenneth Norberg, !!Perception Research and AudioVisual Education, 11 Readings for Educational Psychology,
advisory editor Theodore L. Reller (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell
Company, l956), p. 27.
16Ibid.

7

8

When one looked behind the screen and noted what was
actually there, he saw something entirely different than
what he

11

saw11 when looking through the peep-hole.

interpretation drawn from the experiment was

11 • • •

The
that

the explanation of the nature of sensations must be looked
for in the prior events that are related to the immediate
events. 11 l 7
Another experiment, the TTStar-PointTT experiment, began
in a completely dark room where two star points were seen from
a stationary position.

Both of the points were the same dis-

tance from the viewer.

One point was brighter and seemed to be

nearer.ls
In the second phase of the experiment, two star-points of
equal brightness were placed vertically, one above the other.
The viewer looked up at the two points and thought the lower
point was farther away than objects in the lower part.
opposite was, of course, true in the reverse situation.

The
The

interpretation was that because the viewer in the first phase
of the experiment

1

assumed 1 the star-points to be alike, he

decided the difference in brightness was caused by a difference
in distance.
1

The viewer in the second phase of the experiment

assumed 1 from past experience that the lower point was farther

away.l9

l7Ibid., p. 27, 28.
l8Ibid.
l9rbid.

9

Another experiment by the Hanover Institute was the
vertical line experiment.
TTin a darkened room two vertical lines of
different length, at the same distance from the
observer, appear as though the shorter lines were
farther away, if the lines are positioned so that
their middle points are on a level .... 1 The
apparent explanation of this phenomenon is that
in the first relationship there is a greater
probability that the two lines might represent
poles, than in the second relationship where the
longer line might represent a telephone pole and
the shorter line a fence. TT 20
This experiment was repeated giving the lines a common
middle point and then giving the viewer a stick with a light
on the end of it.

The subject was then instructed to touch

first the shorter line and then the longer line until he had
several trials.

By the time the subject was able to touch the

longer of the two lines it would appear to be at the same
distance from him as the shorter line.21
In another experiment a distorted room was built so that
when viewed through a peep-hole in a screen, the room appeared
normal and rectangular.

This was true even if the observer

was given a stick and told to touch a ball in the upper right
hand corner and then a ball in the upper left hand corner of
the room.

All found that they were unable to accomplish the

20 Ibid. , p. 20 .
21Ibid., p. 29, 30.

10

task.

After repeated

touching the balls.

tria~s

the subject became successful at

As this happened the appearance of the room

changed.22
This list of experiments was intended only to give examples
of typical experiments which have been conducted with the
following interpretations.
ni. What is perceived is not determined by
objective or environmental conditions, in their
own right.
2.
What is perceived is not determined by the
physiological stimulus pattern.
3.
Given objective conditions and associated
retinal stimulation, the observer perceives whatever represents for him, the most likely prognosis
for action based upon his experience ...
4.
What the observer brings to any particular
occasion by way of his perceptions reflects an
'assumptive form world' built up out of his past
experiences ....
5.
To understand perceptions we must look upon
human.behavior as a 'transaction' in which neither
the individual nor the environment is regarded as
an independent entity merely effecting or conditioning the other.n23

Other experiments also have proven these conclusions.
For example, Hastorf has proven that if a person views a
spherical disk with one eye and is told that he is looking at
a ping-pong ball that he will "localize" the disk closer to him
than if he is told that it is a billiard ball, even though the
same distance is involved.

From past experience an individual

'knows' that a billiard ball the size of a ping-pong ball has

22Ibid.
23Ibid., p. 31, 32.

ll
to be farther away.

In other words billiard balls and ping-

pong balls cannot be the same size if they are the same distance
away.24
that

In a laboratory demonstration Ames and Ittelson showed

n ••• people

actually change the focus of their eyes when

looking at a stationary object which is so arranged that it
changes size and therefore is experienced as being at different
distances. 11 25
From past experiences we have learned to expect some objects
to be mobile while we expect some to be stationary.

If an

individual occupies a stationary chair in a room which moves,
he will feel that the chair is moving rather than the room and
will often hold onto the chair to keep from falling.26
It has been reported by Ittelson that:
n ... of two objects similar in size and moving
at the same speed, the one which we assume to be
larger, and hence farther away, will always appear
to be moving faster. But even more important is the
experimental evidence suggesting that we have
assumptions of characteristic speeds for different
objects.n27
Also from past experience we have learned to think of
certain objects as having certain characteristics or attributes.
Ames and Kilpatrick have demonstrated the following:

24Hadley Cantril, The nWhy'1 of Man's Experience (New
York: Macmillan Company, 1950), p. 7l.
2sibid., p. 72.
26Ibid.
27Ibid., p. 73.

l2
n .•. when different objects are seen in a
paradoxical context created by having a trapezoidal
window revolve about its vertical axis, a rod will
appear to bend, a bird will appear to fly •.• even
though each object is in reality simply slowly
revolving with the window. 11 28
The preceeding experiments have been concerned with how
perceptions affect what we see.
are of upmost importance.

In education it is words that

What effect do our perceptions have

upon the words we see and hear?

The following is a comment

made by Ross L. Mooney:
nwe are quite likely to assume that words and
perceptions are two quite different sorts of things.
However, it becomes quite clear, when we stop to
think about it, that words and perceptions are the
same kind of phenomena. Indeed, words are perceptions.
When we hear a spoken word, our ears are
receiving sound waves; when we see a written word,
our eyes are receiving light rays. As children,
we come to know the 'meaning' of a spoken word with
the same operations we use to come to know the
'meaning' of a squeaking door, a barking dog, or a
clap of thunder. Similarly, we come to know the
1 meaning 1 of a written word with the same operations
we use to come to know the 1 meaning 1 of a red ball,
a square room, or a moving human figure.n29
Several authors have given accounts of incidents that
confirm these experiments in real-life situations.

These

incidents appear in the next chapter which is concerned with
perception as it affects the child.

28Ibid.
29Norberg, loc. cit., p. 34.

CHAPTER III
PERCEPTION THEORY AND PRACTICE
As an individual grows from infancy to childhood and into
maturity, patterns of perception are developed into what is
called the

TT

self- structure. n 30

Once a child has gathered

impressions, formulated ideas and attitudes, his perceptions
will be colored by what he already knows.

When one is trying

to understand a child or is trying to communicate with him,
he must consider not only what is before the childTs eye; he
must also consider the childTs viewpoint.

He must consider not

only what is said to the child (presuming the child is listening
and hears what is said), it is also necessary to consider his
reactions as determined by factors which may have influenced him
earlier.

An adult has preconceived notions as to what he expects

of a child.

It may also be true that the child will, from his

past experiences, have some preconceived ideas about the adult.
He may receive a distorted view of what the adult wishes him
to do or what the adult seeks to communicate.3l
According to Combs and other psychologists interested in
perception, the self concept is learned.

TTPeople learn who

30Henry Clay Lindgren, Educational Psychology in the
Classroom (2nd edition; New York and London: John Wiley and
Sons, Inc., l962), p. 35.
3lJersild, loc. cit., p. l85.
l3

l4
they are and what they are from the ways in which they have been
treated by those who surround them in the process of their
growing up. 11 32

Sullivan calls this TT ... learning about self

from the mirror of other people. 11 33

We can tell people what

kind of people they are but how we treat them is what counts.
11

People do not behave according to the facts as others see

them; they behave in terms of what seems to them to be so.34
The adequate personality contains at least four characteristics of the perceptual field that underlie behavior.
characteristics are:

nThese

(a) a positive view of self, (b) identifi-

cation with others, (c) openness to experience and acceptance,
and (d) a rich and available perceptual field.TT35
A positive view of self takes into consideration how a
person feels about himself.

What he says about himself, may

not be what he believes about himself.

People who think of

themselves as acceptable, liked, wanted, and worthy individuals
have a positive view of themselves and they are not the people
who have the problems.36

32Arthur W. Combs, 11 A Perceptual View of the Adequate
Personality,TT Perceiving, Behaving, Becoming: A New Focus
For Education, ASCD l962 Yearbook Committee, (Washington 6
D. C.: Association for Supervision and Curriculum Development),
p. 53.
33Ibid.
34Combs, nseeing is Behaving,n Educational Leadership,
XVI (February, l957), p. 23.
3Scombs,
p. Sl.

36Ibid.

11

A Perceptual View of the Adequate Personality, TT

l5
nit is the people who see themselves as unliked,
unworthy, unimportant or unable who fill our jails,
our mental hospitals and our institutions. These
are the maladjusted; the desperate ones, against
whom we must protect ourselves, or the defeated
ones, who must be sheltered and protected from life.
It is the people who feel inadequate, who succumb to
brainwashing, who feel so little faith or strength
within themselves that they are fair game for any
demagogue, who offers security and strength from
without.n37
People who feel that they are adequate will meet life
expecting success; they will have fewer doubts and hesitations
than the inadequate personality.

These positive-thinking people

do not have to worry about conformity or nonconformity.

Having

a positive view of oneself is like having money in the bank-one can take more chances.

A positive viewpoint helps an

individual to be more creative, original, and spontaneous.38
11

Just so, with wider choices open to them, adequate persons can

and do operate in ways more satisfying and productive both for
themselves and for the world in which they live. TT 39
The second behaviorial characteristic, identification with
others, is like the self concept--learned.

If one has good

relations with the important people in his life, a feeling of
oneness is likely to develop.

This does not mean that one

must be a compulsive joiner of organizations.

37Ibid., p. 52.
38Ibid.
39Ibid., p. 59, 60.

Identification

l6
with others results in a

11 • • •

feeling of unity or oneness, a

feeling of sharing, a common fate, or of striving for a common
goal.

It represents a real extension of the self to include

one's fellows. 11 40

The truly great people in our history have

been able to identify with large blocks of people regardless of
race, color, or creed.4l
The third behaviorial characteristic, openness to experience
and acceptance, is exemplified in individuals who are open to
new experiences and who are willing to accept such experiences
at face value.

They are able to face reality as it is without

making excuses or trying to distort the picture.

They can

accept the realities of life; this does not mean that they are
resigned to them.42
"A more open perceptual field can encompass
more. Adequate people are thus more likely to
include the generic as well as the specific aspects
of problems or to perceive events or details that
would be missed or would seem unimportant to others.
This is another way of saying adequate persons behave more intelligently, for what else is intelligence
but the ability to behave more effectively and
efficiently?lf 43
A rich and varied perceptual field, the fourth behaviorial
characteristic, is necessary for an adequate personality.

This

perceptual field may be from abstract sources such as formal
schooling or from experiences such as business involvement,
human relations, or trade performance.

4libid.
42Ibid., p. 56, 5 7.
43Ibid., p. 59, 60.

It is not enough to have

17

the information or understanding if one cannot produce what is
needed at the proper time and use his information and understandings effectively.44
Another aspect of perception as it affects the child is
reality.

One person perceives reality one way while other

individuals perceive reality in other ways.

Children react to

people and situations in terms of their own perception--not
according to adult perceptions.
what we perceive.

Our psychological needs govern

This is one reason why children who come

from homes where their needs for love are not met, resist going
to a better home where their needs are more likely to be met.
These children do not see the transfer as an attempt to give them
more love, but as an attempt to tear them away from all the love
they have known.

The children do not see the facts which seem

so obvious to adults.

Adults perceive the facts in terms of

a broader perceptional environment than that of children.45
As children grow older, their behavior is modified as environmental changes take place.46
Lecky pointed out that children who suck their thumbs
get enough enjoyment out of the act to fix it permanently.
If the theory of habit were true, the child should continue to
suck his thumb for the rest of his life.

44Ibid.
45Lindgren, loc. cit., p. 39.
46Ibid., p. 40.

But he does not.

In

18

spite of earlier parental pressure a child usually does not stop
sucking his thumb spontaneously until the age of five or six.
The perception of a child 1 s self and of his world determines
his behavior.

As the perception of himself changes, his

behavior also changes.

By the time a child is five or six he

is thinking of himself as a big boy or girl, and he realizes
big boys and girls do not suck their thumbs.

His perception of

himself changes; so his behavior changes.47
Perception affects the child in the manner in which he
thinks of himself.

From an objective point of view a child

may be three feet tall.

From a subjective point of view, we

are more interested in knowing what being three feettall means
to the child.

A child 1 s perception of size cannot be measured

in inches alone.
of his age.

The child may be of average height for a child

However, he may feel he is rather tall if his

playmates are smaller, or he may feel that he is smaller in size-especially if desired privileges are granted only to bigger
people.

A child may feel good about his height or he may develop

certain grievances if he feels that he is deprived of opportunities
because of his height.48
A child may feel that his parents are showing favoritism
toward a younger brother or sister.

47Cantril, loc. cit., p. 63.
48Jersild, loc. cit., p. 15.

From the parents 1 point of
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view or from that of an outsider, this may not be true.

It

may even be that the child is favored over his younger siblings.
However, this does not change the fact that the child feels
that he is treated unfairly.

Whether it is true or not is not

so important as what the child believes to be so.49
Three boys running a race may all feel differently about
their final positions in the race.

Henry was the winner of the

race but he did not feel victorious about it.
beat those boys.

He knew he could

He wanted better competition.

second but he still felt triumphant.

Billy came in

He felt it was an

honor to be in a race with Henry and to come in ahead of Sammy.
Sammy did not feel failure in coming in last because he was at
least permitted to race with the other boys.

This was an

accomplishment in itself .50
The tendency to perceive and to remember and
to judge in ways that are in keeping with one 1 s
desires or in a way that in a sense shields one
from one 1 s fears may go so far, of course, that
a person completely perverts and distorts. 11 51
11

Northway found that children told stories, when called
upon, in terms of familiar situations.

The more strange and

unfamiliar the story the child was to retell, the more he
invented details to fit in with what he already knew.
what similiar tendency was noted by Hildreth.

A some-

He found that

49combs, TTA Perceptual View of the Adequate Personality,n
p. 54.
50Jersild, loc. cit.
51Ibid., p. 472, 473.
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when children were asked to reproduce designs that were
unfamiliar and meaningless they did so in a manner keeping with
familiar forms and proportions.52
The ideas that people have about themselves are the ideas
that affect their behavior.

That is their self concept.

Combs tested a young man who was a newsboy.
failed in school and was regarded as dull.
radio as "The Human Adding Machine 11

•

Dr.

The fellow had
He had appeared on

Before one could hardly

get such a figure as 6235941 X 397 written down he could
multiply it out correctly.

Yet, when the Binet Test was

adminstered he scored an IQ of less than sixty.

It seems that

as a result of some success at an early age he had practiced
numbers constantly.

This young man could succeed in this one

area and he made the most of it.

He could have success in

arithmetic that not one in a million people achieve, but he
was classified as dull.

nI do not mean to argue that variety

of perception is unimportant in effective behavior.

I do mean

to suggest the importance of goals in determining perceptions.TT53
It seems to me one of the great tragedies of
our society is that millions of people in our society
are perceiving themselves as able to produce only
X amount, behave in these terms. Society, in turn,
evaluates them in terms of this behavior and so
lends proof to what is already conceived by the
11

52Ibid.
53Combs, TTintelligence from a Perceptual Point of View,n
p. 168.

2l
individual. Compared to this waste of human potential
in our society, our losses in automobile accidents
seem like a mere drop in the bucket. It is even
conceivable in these terms that we create losses
in intelligence. If, in our schools, we teach a
child that he is unable and if he believes us and
behaves in these terms, we need not be surprised
when we test his intelligence to discover that he
produces at the level at which we taught him!TTS4
Johnny thinks that he cannot read very well and he, therefore, avoids reading and misses practice that might very well
help him.

Because he believes that he cannot read well, he

does poorly when he is asked to read aloud and his teacher
says,

11

My, Johnny, you don 1 t read very well! TT

what he already believes.

'Ihis confirms

Then on his report card he receives

a failing grade which goes to prove that Johnny was right in the
first place; he cannot read very well.

This is a vicious circle.

An individual establishes what he can and will do according to
what he believes about himself .SS
Prescott Lecky performed experiments in spelling with
children who were having problems in spelling, they were
given an opportunity to discuss their problems.

No actual help

in the fundamentals of the spelling procedure was given.
improvement was noted.

Great

nit is feelings, beliefs, convictions,

attitudes, and understandings that constitute the directing
forces of behavior.nS6

S4Ibid.
SScombs,

11

Seeing is Behaving,n p. 24.

S6Ibid., p. SB.
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If it is true that perceptions affect all of our learning
and behavior, then it would seem that teachers are of necessity
going to have to think more of how education appears to the
child.

The following chapter will consider traditional

education as opposed to current educational practices and the
implications that perception has for education.

CHAPTER IV
PERCEPTION FROM AN EDUCATIONAL VIEWPOINT
The Traditional School and Its Fallacies
The Term

11

traditional schooln o:r ntraditional education 11

as used in this paper will be considered to mean the mores or
11

common sensen practices that affect the behavior of teachers

and laymen regarding the process of learning.

11

These beliefs

are so much a part of our everyday thinking we regard them as
universal, natural truths--as 'common sense' .n57
11

Many of these

common sensen ideas have some truth and may be effective some

times.

n ... but most of them are based on an inadequate under-

standing of learning processes and are hence to a large extent
inefficient, if not ineffective .... they are 'pre scientific 1

• 11

58

The following statements are ideas that are more or less
'what everyone knows about education'.
"l. Unless a child is rewarded by his teacher
(through praise, good grades, and the like) for
successful learning or is punished (through reprimands, low grades, and the like) for unsuccessful
learning, he will not learn what he is supposed to
learn.

2. Learning, in a subject like history,
science, and economics, is primarily a matter of
acquiring and absorbing facts.

57Lindgren, loc. cit., p. 200.
58Ibid.
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3. If students have been properly taught, they
are not very likely to forget what they have been
taught.
4. Most children learn skills and other
behavior patterns primarily through a process of
having adults tell them the differences between
correct and incorrect methods of behavior.
5. The best way to learn a new skill is to
have it presented one step at a time.
6. The really significant and important things
in life are not learned easily--they take a lot of
hard work; on the other hand, things that are learned
easily are not likely to be of much value.
7. Students cannot be forced to learn if they
do not want to, because 1 you can lead a horse to water
but you cannot make him drink. 1 Therefore, the best
way to get students to learn is to make sure that
'learning is fun.'"59
Many well-informed educators are still making decisions
based on the preceeding ideas.

Perceptual psychology points

out the fallacies involved in these ''common sense" ideas.60
One of the first "common sense" ideas mentioned was that
learning occurs because of either reward or punishment.
"There is some scientific basis for this theory,
but teachers forget that what may be a reward or a
punishment in their eyes may not be perceived by a
student in the same way. Some students are more
f avorable toward reward and others are more f avorable
to punishment. The wrong behavior may be reinforced
by uncritical use of reward and punishment."6l
The second idea stemming from the traditional school has
been that learning consists of a body of accumulated facts and
information.

Many teachers would not say that they believed

59Ibid., p. l98.
60Ibid., p. 220.
6libid.' p. 222.
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learning was only an accumulation of facts and information.
However, they place great stress on memorization as is evidenced
by the continual growth of the testing movement.

People learn

facts and information but only as it relates into their previous
experience.62
TTWe may remember bits of information for a short
time to pass a test and thus escape the punishment of
a failing grade or avoid disappointing a teacher we
like and respect, but once the grade has been
assigned and the teacher pleased, the useless material
passes into the limbo of forgetfulness.TT63
The third item was TTonce a student learns something it is
learned for all time. 11

Information was given to children as

soon as they could possibily handle it.

Children's capacities

for developing realistic ideas and perceptions regarding themselves were often neglected while other parts of their schooling
was being pushed.

Many children were pushed into reading and

arithmetic before they were ready.64
TT • • • they must haste to learn about Mother
Goose and the habits of beavers, the Gold Rush,
the 'Dark Ages', and the amendments to the
Constitution; they memorize the dates of bygone
wars and the names of distant stars. But human
motives and the inner life of man are largely
ignored in the education they receive from
nursery school through college. 11 65

There is a relationship between the order of the presidents
of the United States and events that have taken place.

Children

who are required to commit the names and dates of the presidents

62rbid.
6 3Ibid. , p. 20 7.
64Jersild, loc. cit., p. 593.
65Ibid.
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to memory without learning of this relationship or seeing this
data with meaning or context will soon forget it.66

In the

theory of perception, it was pointed out that skills or
learnings that have value are more likely to be retained, while
those things that have little or no value are very quickly forgotten, no matter how well they were memorized at the time.67
Item number four stated that children learn skills and
other forms of behavior because adults tell them the difference
between correct and incorrect behavior.

Telling is not the

same thing as teaching; although, many teachers proceed as if
that were true.

It is not enough to place a teacher in a class

to represent the culture of adult society.

People grounded in

traditional education often think that if the teacher is well
grounded in subject matter that the child will receive a good
education.

itTraditionalists tend to be preoccupied with

teaching rather than with learning.n68

The same critism would

be true of this method as of the preceding; learnings must
have value, purpose and interest for the learner if they are
to be retained.69
Item five indicates that the best way to learn a skill is
to take one step at a time.

Traditional education produces a

66Lindgren, loc. ci t., p. 207.
67Ibid., p. 222.
68Ibid., p. 294.
69Ibid., p. 222.
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categorized curriculum, in which skills and information are
isolated from one another.

This gives unsatisfactory results

so far as transfer and retention are concerned.

11

This theory

overlooks the fact that everything that is learned is learned
in relation to the student 1 s previous experience and that
knowledge does not and cannot exist as something separate
and outside the experience of the student.n70
Number six in the list states that learning must be hard
if it is to have value.

Fewer people today believe that

learning should be a kind of mental discipline or a toughening
process but it is still found in modified form.

School should

not be fun because it is a serious business seems to be the
thought of some.7l
The plain fact of the matter is that we don 1 t
always recognize learning when we see it; we are
too prone to think children can only learn when
they are working directly with the teacher at
tasks which are either tedious or difficult.
While we may enjoy seeing children have fun, there
is a bit of the Puritan in many of us and we feel
rather strongly that children must not enjoy themselves too much when they are supposed to be working.n72
11

70Ibid.
7l:i:bid., p. 223.
72celia Burns Stendler, nBuilding Secure Children in Our
Schools, n Readings for Educational Psychology, advisory editor
Theodore 1. Reller, (New York: Thomas Y. Crowell Company, l956),
p. 250.
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On the opposite side of the view that learning is a
discipline is that school and learning should be fun.

This

will interfere with learning if it is taken to mean that a
student must always have fun learning and be protected against
all frustrations, anxiety, and tensions that are a part of most
learning situations.73
11 Although traditional beliefs have little
scientific basis, they are difficult to unlearn.
Consequently teachers and administrators tend to
use them as the basis for educational procedure,
even though the fallacies of these beliefs have
been pointed out to them in the course of their
professional training. Traditional methods and
points of view are attractive because they are
psychologically comforting and reassuring, despite
their ineffectiveness."74

Implications for Education
"The Educational Policies Commission of the
National Education Association and the American
Association of School Administrators prepared a
comprehensive statement of purposes ot education
in American democracy. They are: (l) selfrealization, (2) human relationships, (3) economic efficiency, and (4) civic responsibility."75
The schools have been given responsibility to help each
individual become an adequate person.

The adequate individual

73Ibid.
74Lindgren, loc. cit.
75Harry J. Baker, (3rd ed.) Introduction to Exceptional
Children (New York: Macmillan Company, l959), p. 7, 8.
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has been ascribed four characteristics in terms of his perceptual
field.

All four, a positive view of self, identification with

others, acceptance of and openness to experience, and the
richness and availabi.li ty of the perceptual field, are learned.
This being true they can be taught.76
nNo other agency in our society is in a more
crucial position ... than are the public schools.
Indeed, the production of such people must be the
primary goal of education.
To contribute effectively to the production of
such persons, however, is not as much a question of
revolution as it is of evolution. To produce
adequate persons requires not that we do something
entirely new and different, but that we all do
more efficiently and effectively what some of us
now do only sometimes and haphazardly. Educators
have been in the business of effecting changes in
perception since teaching was invented. No one
knows better than they how to bring such changes
about. Our new understandings of the truly healthy
personality provide us with new and important
objectives toward which to direct our efforts.
Who can say what kind of world we might create if
we could learn to increase our production of
adequate people?TT77
There is a

TT

population clock 11 in Washington 1 s Commerce

Department building that flashes once every eleven seconds to
mark the birth of another American.

As the population increases

at this fast rate, as technology accelerates; education takes
on greater responsibilities.

Education must do a better job of

educating many more people than it is now doing.78

76combs,

11

A Perceptual View of the Adequate Personality,!!

p. 61.

77Ibid., p. 63.
78Lavone A. Hanna, Gladys L. Potter, and Nieva Hagaman,
Unit Teaching in the Elementary School (New York and Chicago:
Holt, Rinehart and Winston, Inc., 1963), p. 6, 7.
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In education we must be concerned with not only the mental
growth of the child but also with his physical and psychological
growth.

One of the objectives in education today is to develop

the child's total potential; to make him a fully functioning
individual.

The child has within him a TTselfTT that is an

organization of accumulated experiences that have developed
during his life time.79
"Since needs, values, beliefs, and attitudes
are such important determiners of perception, the
teacher must relate educational experiences to them
so that the child sees relationship between his
school experiences and his needs and problems and
is able to re-examine his beliefs, values, and
attitudes in the light of his new knowledge. It
takes time to change beliefs, and children are
threatened if required to change behavior when
beliefs, values, and attitudes remain unchanged.
Under threat an individual seeks to defend his
behavior and beliefs; not to grow or learn or to
be open to new experiences that allow him to
learn. n80
It would then seem that the main task of the teacher is
to help the learner to perceive differently and to discover
personal meaning in a piece of information, a skill, or a
value.

It will then truly be learned.Bl

There are many difficulties to consider in the achievements
of these educational purposes.

One of the difficulties encountered

in trying to achieve the preceding is that of giving examinations

79Kelly, loc. cit., p. 10
BOHanna, loc. cit., p. 59.
Blibid.
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in the school situation.

Giving examinations is all too often

a device teachers use for meeting their need to rank pupils in
regard to their degree of success or failure.

Examinations

should be .used as teaching aids whereby learners and teachers
evaluate the progress that has been made.82
Students tend to perceive tests as a threat.

The threat

of a test causes the studentts perceptual field to narrow.
Everyone has said or heard someone say TTI was so scared I
couldn Tt think. TT

It does not seem to matter if the threat is

great or mild; a narrowing of the perceptual field occurs
during threat.83
Dr. Combs relates a conversation between himself and his
daughter at the table in which he asked what she had learned in
school that day.
mad!

Wow!TT

The reply was "Oh, nothing, but was our teacher

TTit would appear from her remarks that, feeling

threatened by an angry teacher, it was difficult for her to
perceive much else. TT 84
The perception of threat not only narrows the perceptual
field but it also causes an individual to protect and cling to
the perceptions he already holds.
or learnings are decreased.

In this way new perceptions

TTThe fluidity and adaptation which

82Lindgren, loc. cit., p. 305.
83combs, TT Intelligence from a Perceptual Point of View, TT
p. l69.
84rbid.
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we generally associate with intelligent behavior is vastly
decreased.TT85

A student to whom tests are a threat may form

perceptions which are completely opposite to the objectives of
the instruction.86
The likelihood of change in an individual's self concept
decreases as the self concept is corroborated.

The grades which

teachers give out each year do confirm what some students think
of themselves.

This goes back to the idea brought out previously

that one is not likely to achieve any more than he believes
himself capable of achieving.
nrt is notorious that children's grades vary
very little from year to year through the course
of schooling. This continuous and little-changing
evaluation must have important effects on the self
concept of the child. If the school system in which
the child lives is thoroughly imbued with the notion
that a child's capacities are comparatively fixed,
it is even conceivable that the system may in large
measure produce a child's intelligence level by the
circular effect we have mentioned above.n87
Motivation constitutes another problem met in the school.
Some teachers seem to be afraid to tell a child that he is doing
well.

They feel that the child can always do better work.

According to Stendler, some feel that if a child thinks that he
is already doing good work, he will stop trying to improve.
11

Therefore, a child is never good; he is only better than he

was and on his way to becoming still better."88

Some teachers

85Ibid., p. l 70.
86Lindgren, loc. cit.
87combs, TT Intelligence from a Perceptual Point of View, 11
p. l69.
88stendler, loc. cit., p. 249.

33

feel that in order to keep a child continually raising his
levels of work, they must always tell him that his work is good
but that he could do much better.

An experiment performed with

young children points up the fact that when they are praised
for what they do, the next time they tend to choose a task of
a higher degree of difficulty.89

TTWhat a person believes about

himself establishes what he can and will do. 11 90
Teachers sometimes have trouble creating the kind of
teaching situation that will be most effective in helping
children to learn.

Because the public mistakes facts and

information for learning, teachers are afraid that they will
be judged incompetent unless they drill the student on necessary
information rather than devoting their time and energy to the
development of the students 1 perceptions.

Instead of setting up

situations in which the child can find his own answers and do
his own learning, the teacher arranges, directs, and controls
the situation to make sure the child is learning what he is
supposed to be learning.
for the child.

The teacher cannot do the learning

The child must take the initiative to learn as

learning is a personal experience.

Carl Rogers said,

11

I have

come to feel that the only learning which significantly
influences behavior is self-discovered, self-appropriated
learning. n9l

Nathaniel Cantor said,

11

All genuine learning, in

the final analysis, is self-education.n92
89Ibid.
90Combs,

11

Seeing Is Behaving, 11 p. 25.

9lLindgren, loc. cit., p. 298.
92Ibid., p. 299.
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Despite all her efforts, a teacher cannot force knowledge
upon an unwilling learner.
"We can make him go through the motions or even
make him memorize the material we have prescribed,
but we cannot force him to apply it to situations
outside the classroom or to remember it after he
leaves us. Hence, the only thing we can attain
through force or coercion is the mere shadow of
learning, not any real change in behavior, selfconcept, or experience."93
"With regard to the use of known facts, we are
about where the medical profession was an hundred
years ago. We would not think much of a doctor
who gave us medicine simply because it had always
been used. We expect him to be scientifically
up-to-date. We demand the newest antibiotic.
When George Washington became ill with pneumonia
the doctors, I am told, bled him, because bleeding
was held to be good for the sick. What he needed
was more blood instead of less. So he died. If
the doctors had not bled him, however, they might
have been indicted for criminal negligence. Some
of us who are teachers are 1 bleeding 1 our children
on public demand.
The difference between attitude of the public
toward doctors and teachers shows that it matters
a great deal which part of the person one ministers
to. If you work on the physical, visible part of
man you are expected to use the latest scientific
data. If you minister to the psychological,
invisible, attitudinal, then superstition, tradition,
and emotion are good enough. 11 94

93rbid., p. 307.
94Lindgren, loc. cit., p. 222.
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Teachers cannot do much to change the background of an
individual, but teachers can help children in school without
changing their environment.

11

People get their perceptions

from those who surround them, and that means us ...

Whatever

we do is always important even though for a particular child
it may not be enough to produce immediate results.n95

95Combs,

11

Seeing is Behaving, TT p. 27.

CONCLUSIONS
From the materials available it would seem that the following
conclusions are fundamental.
1.

An individual's values and goals affect the function of his

perception.
2.

The self concept of an individual is affected by his percep-

tions.
3.

We come to know the meaning of written or spoken words in the

same way we come to know the meaning of a moving figure.
4.

The self concept is developed as an individual grows from

infancy into adulthood.
5.

People behave according to the way they perceive the situation.

6.

People behave according to the way they perceive themselves.

7.

The adequate personality contains four characteristics which

are:

a positive view of one's self, the ability to identify

with others, the ability to accept new and varied experiences,
and a rich and available perceptual field.
8.

Perception affects reality.

9.

The process of learning is affected by the mores of society.

10.

Fallacies of so-called "traditional education" include:
(a) learning occurs because of reward or punishment
(b) learning consists of a body of accumulated facts and
information
(c) once material is learned it is learned for all time
36
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(d) children learn because adults tell them what to learn
(e) to learn a skill take one step at a time
(f) learning must be hard if it is to have value
(g) learning should be fun.
11.

The schools are responsible for helping students to develop

an adequate self concept, good human relationships, economic
self reliance, and civic responsibilities.
12.

The main task of the teacher is to help the learner perceive

differently and to discover personal meaning in a piece of
information, a skill, or a value.
13.

Teachers need to re-evaluate their use of tests, grades, and

methods of motivation.
14.

The perceptual field narrows in the face of threat.

15.

The child must take the initiative to learn, as learning is

a personal experience.
16.

Whatever a teacher does for a child is important although it

may not be important enough to produce immediate results.

Children

get their perceptions from the people they are around.
More research is needed in the area of perception in educational psychology.

The research that has been conducted is in

the area of what adults think about children.

Very little

research has been conducted on what children think about children.
When research of this type is conducted great advances may be
made in the field of educational psychology.
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